Kunapipi
Volume 16

Issue 3

Article 7

1994

The Interview
Shama Futehally

Follow this and additional works at: https://ro.uow.edu.au/kunapipi
Part of the Arts and Humanities Commons

Recommended Citation
Futehally, Shama, The Interview, Kunapipi, 16(3), 1994.
Available at:https://ro.uow.edu.au/kunapipi/vol16/iss3/7

Research Online is the open access institutional repository for the University of Wollongong. For further information
contact the UOW Library: research-pubs@uow.edu.au

The Interview
Abstract
The auto-rickshaw swayed and jerked over the rubble. It stopped at the end of the lane, in a kind of open
undefined area with at pile of garbage to the side. Pigs nosed and shuffled, grunting peacefully. Also in
the pile stood two small boys, shock-haired with dust, dressed in tattered shorts. They held long hooked
sticks and were jabbing them at the larger bits of paper in the garbage. Then they would flick the paper
expertly into open gunny-bags which were lying on the road. Behind them rose the familiar thick green of
a mosque's dome.

This journal article is available in Kunapipi: https://ro.uow.edu.au/kunapipi/vol16/iss3/7

44

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _S_h_a ma Futehally

SHAMA FUTEHALLY

The Interview
The auto-rickshaw swayed and jerked over the rubble. It stopped at the
end of the lane, in a kind of open undefined area with at pile of garbage
to the side. Pigs nosed and shuffled, grunting peacefully. Also in the pile
stood two small boys, shock-haired with dust, dressed in tattered shorts.
They held long hooked sticks and were jabbing them at the larger bits of
paper in the garbage. Then they would flick the paper expertly into open
gunny-bags which were lying on the road. Behind them rose the familiar
thick green of a mosque's dome.
As the auto-rickshaw stopped, a crowd of half-naked children appeared
from nowhere and surrounded the vehicle, unsmiling, unmoving, and
determined to extract everything possible from this new event. Sunita
emerged from the auto feeling as she always did on these occasions - a
kind of resentment, a kind of fear, overlaid by a slightly artificial
exhilaration. She smiled at the children.
'Where is the house of'- she consulted her notebook- 'Sanniben?'
A group of men who were standing outside the mosque began shouting
at once. 'Just there. Next to the pan-shop. Kallu, you lazy lout! Show the
memsaab!' The children began running ahead of her in an untidy trail,
shouting and pointing. Since Sanniben lost her husband in the riots, she
had obviously become an important figure.
She was waiting outside her door with an air of knowing what it was all
about. Her dupatta was wrapped, with some deliberation, around her
head and shoulders. She had a small pinched face and frizzy hair.
'From the newspaper? Come, Come,' she said. 'I have been waiting since
early morning, I couldn't even wash the utensils.'
Earlier Sunita would have countered, hurt, 'But I never said I was
coming early in the morning.' Now she smiled noncommittally and
lowered herself onto the piece of mat which Sanniben spread for her.
Further back in the room there was a string cot, some cooking utensils,
and a pile of clothes hanging together on one hook.
The children had lined up at the door. 'Eh! You there Kallu!' Sanniben
said again- to the oldest child, Sunita saw. 'Go and bring a cold drink for
the memsaab.' She fumbled inside her blouse and produced a cloth purse.
'Only tea,' Sunita said calmly.
'Have a cold drink, memsaab. When someone like you comes to my
house, it is a big day for me.'
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'Cold drinks make me ill,' smiled Sunita, repeating a well-rehearsed
phrase. 'Tea is best.' The children waited and watched.
'Well?' Sanniben barked suddenly at Kallu. 'Waiting for your
grandmother's wedding?'
Kallu scurried away and the children dissolved in giggles.
'Move out, all you no-good louts,' said Sanniben. 'Kallu is the only one
of you who's worth half a paisa. He's not right in the head,' she confided
to Sunita, 'but he's a good boy, a very good boy. Belongs to the
watchman.'
By now the news of Sunita's arrival had spread and two or three other
women, slightly shamefaced, were loitering up to Sanniben's door.
'Oh yes, come in all of you,' Sanniben said. 'The cinema is just
beginning.'
The women giggled, uncertain. One of them began to back away.
'But I do want to see them, if they were harmed by the riots,' Sunita
said. 'Those who were affected should be asked to come.'
'Then they will all come,' Sanniben said disgustedly. 'Give them half a
chance and they'll all arrive cackling like hens. That Banu there, she only
lost her sister-in-law's cousin, and that only in last year's riots, not this
year's. But whenever the newspaper people come she arrives first and
talks the most.'
Banu retreated abashed.
'Call them anyway,' Sunita said firmly, taking out her cassette recorder.
She avoided looking at Sanniben. 'All you children, move back. That's
right. Now one of you go and say this in all the houses. Anyone whose
house was burnt, or whose relatives were killed, is to come here. This
year! This year mind, not last year!'
But the children were already racing away. In a very few seconds about
thirty women had arrived, some with babies. The crowd of children
extended half-way down the lane. Sanniben glanced at Sunita with
reproachful triumph.
'Bring some mats,' Sunita said a little nervously. 'Now spread them here.
Is there any traffic on this lane?'
'No, no, memsaab,' said a chorus of voices. 'The bus stops at the main
road.'
'Good. Now I want to know ......yes? What is the matter?'
The tea had arrived. Kallu was trying to push his way through the halfseated, half-standing women. As soon as they saw Sunita's tea they made
a little aisle for Kallu to pass through. There was a respectful silence.
Kallu reverently placed the saucerless cup on the ground near Sunita.
Next to it he placed a small ball of newspaper which contained rough
flaky biscuits.
'Thank you,' Sunita said to him. 'You're a very good boy.' Kallu grinned
ferociously into his sleeve and vanished among the group of children.
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Sanita shipped the tea quickly, to show that she was happy to eat with
them. Then she smiled brilliantly at Sanniben, in view of the latter's still
ominous silence. 'Now,' she said. 'We will first hear Sanniben, of course.'
She looked round at the women. Since we are here without our men, we
can talk as much as we want.'
There was delighted, continuing laughter. Sanniben, adjusting her
dupatta, showed signs of relenting.
'On the twelfth of July,' she began, still very gravely, 'I was making my
husband's rotis in the morning. I had just lit the stove. Munni was playing
in the mud right here.' In the fluent rehearsed phrases Sunita could see
the influence of the three journalists who had come before her.
'Is Munni the smallest?'
'Yes memsaab. The one who came after her didn't last.'
'How many children living?'
'Seven'.
'Husband's job?'
'He was in the mill. When the mill closed down he used to hire an autorickshaw sometimes, if he could get it. Sometimes twice, sometimes three
times a week - and then he had to drive all night. But he never let us go
to bed hungry.'
Sanniben's voice trailed suddenly and she lifted her dupatta to her eyes.
Some of the other women did likewise.
'It is terrible,' Sunita said. 'Just terrible. Don't think I don't know. But
you have to tell me. Go on. What happened while you were making the
rotis?'
'One of the men from the sweeper's colony came running here. They are
friendly and good to us. He said, sister, all of you must go away at once.
Like last year. He told us that Ramu dada (he is the big bootlegger here,
memsaab) had called all his goondas the night before. A meeting. And
they were going to attack at eleven o'clock.'
'Did you know that trouble had started in other parts of town?'
'My husband had heard of it the night before. And he brought the
rickshaw back early."
'Then what did you do?'
'The first thing I did was to send the two smallest away with the
sweeper. You can trust those people, memsaab, they are better than one's
own relatives.' And Sanniben lifted her dupatta to her eyes again. One of
the women sitting near Sanniben murmured in agreement. 'Is it their fault
that they are low-caste?' she said.
'Then the stones started,' said another voice.
'Yes, then the stones started,' said several other women immediately.
They could contain themselves no longer. 'Stones and broken bottles, from
those buildings over there.'
'Yes, memsaab, broken bits of soda bottles.'
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There were roars of laughter. Sunita smiled discreetly, trying to maintain
some sense of occasion.
When the laughter had died down she said, 'Did the police do nothing
at all, then?'
'Only when the Inspector saab came,' the vigorous woman said. 'Then
they became, oh twenty saints in one.'
'And were any of you hurt by the stones?'
'Some of the children, memsaab. Her little one, and hers. All the children
who were playing on the road came home screaming. They ran as if the
devil were after them, poor things' (Suppose Nisha, coming home from
school, were being pelted by stones and fireballs?)
'What happened after that?' Sunita specifically addressed the dark thin
woman, so as to get a clear answer.
'After that... ..' the woman hesitated. 'Then there was more and more
noise, memsaab. And we were afraid a gang was coming here. Then we
didn't know what to do. Then some of the men- five, six of them- went
to the end of the Jane with some mattresses. They thought that they would
set the mattresses on fire and block the road. Her husband -' she gestured
to Sanniban - 'also went. Then they got him.'
Sunita waited a minute. 'And then they came and looted your houses?'
'No. They did that after the police came and took us away in the truck.'
The narrative had ended. The women waited motionless. A faint breeze,
incongruous in this setting, stirred through the crowd.
'Memsaab,' the dark woman said shyly, 'What will you write?'
Sunita never had a very good reply to this question. 'We must try and
write the truth,' she said. 'We must expose those who do this'.
'Exactly!' said the vigorous woman triumphantly. 'And we must finish
them off. No, Memsaab? When they kill one of us, we must kill ten of
them.'
And now this. The sun was high in the sky and flies were buzzing
around her empty cup. Sunita fiddled deliberately with her recorder, so
as to hide her weariness. The women were watching her with suppressed
excitement.
'There is no 'us' and 'them',' she said gently. 'Anyone who harms
another is an outcaste. Whatever community he belongs to. We must learn
to think like that.'
There was a respectful but unconvinced silence. Sunita felt incapable of
saying anything more. The silence continued.
Then, because of the stillness, she noticed a very faint keening sound
which, she realised now, had never stopped. It came from a young woman
sitting at the back, whose head was bent low over her knees. Sunita
realised that she had been moaning steadily, uncaring, unattended, from
the beginning.
'Did that girl lose someone in the trouble?' she demanded.
The women seemed to hesitate. Sunita turned to Sanniben.
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'She lost her baby, poor thing,' Sanniben said. 'But not in the riots,
memsaab. The baby died of pneumonia before the trouble began. She has
been like that ever since.'
'And what is the use?' said another woman. 'Is God going to send the
baby back? There now, stop it.' She and a couple of others began patting
the young mother on the back.
But all this attention seemed to have an unsettling effect on her. She had
been keening quietly, but now she began to tremble. Her huge dark eyes
filled with tears, and she gazed at Sunita as if only pleading to be killed
herself.
'Ah, but a baby is a baby,' said Sanniben. 'I lost my husband, and I say,
all right. I said to God, all right. Go ahead and do what you want. But
when my new little one went, I wanted the roof to fall on me and finish
me off. Go, fetch her some water from my urn there.'
A couple of the women hurried into the house. A steel tumbler was
found, water was brought, willing hands supported the young woman as
she drank a few sips. Then she sank back.
There was the time when Nisha, dehydrated from gastroenteritis, had
had to be rushed to hospital. Sunita remembered sitting in the car,
knowing there might be no tomorrow worth living for.
She raised her head with the fear still upon her. With such a memory,
it is no relief to remember that it is over. The terror lies in the fact that it
can happen at all.
Slightly dizzy, blinded by the sun, Sunita asked a question at random.
'Do you know who is paying Rarnu dada?'
'Who knows, rnernsaab,' Sanniben said. 'Some no-good minister may be.'
The large woman said suddenly, harshly, 'How shouldn't we know?
Don't we know the elections are corning? Don't we know what politicians
do? Have we lived all these years for nothing?'
Everyone was taken aback. The women around the speaker tried to
nudge her into silence. The eager-looking woman began smiling
persistently at Sunita, willing her to smile back.
'I know it is terrible,' Sunita said. 'And that is why we try to write about
these things, so that... .. '
'And while you are writing we can go on being killed, eh?'
Now there was visible hostility all round. There were angry murmurs
against the speaker. One of the women said, 'You haven't even lost
anyone this time. Keep quiet.'
'And I hope you will never lose anyone again,' Sunita said peaceably.
She glanced surreptitiously at her watch. She had to file her story by five
o'clock. She smiled affectionately at the anxious faces around her. 'I have
to go now. And you have to go horne and make the rotis, don't you?'
There were relieved smiles all round. Sunita collected her handbag, dark
glasses, cassette recorder. Kallu was despatched to find an auto. For a
minute Sunita held both of Sanniben's hands.
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'Next time you must eat in my house, memsaab.'
'In mine, in mine.'
'It is my daughter's wedding next month. You must come, memsaab,
you and all your family.'
And as Sunita was about to enter the auto there was an interruption. An
old woman, very shrivelled and very deaf, had obviously had an
afterthought.
'Memsaab.'
Sunita turned and all the women paused. The children surrounded them,
expectant. The old woman had raised her hand and was making her way
through the crowd.
'Yes?'
The old woman reached Sunita and began adjusting her dupatta. She
was not going to throw this moment away. Some of the women began to
smile.
'Memsaab, my son lost his cycle in the riots. Near the factory. He has a
good job in the factory. He is a good boy, memsaab, even though he
drinks sometimes, smokes sometimes. I say, so what? Is he not young?'
The old woman gestured grandly. Everyone smiled again. The driver of
the auto grinned and switched off his engine.
'Tell the memsaab what you want,' somebody said.
'Do I need you to teach me? You all think I'm a fool just because I'm
old.' One of the children giggled and the old woman broke off to give him
a resounding buffet. 'Quiet, you son of an owl.'
'Did you want my help in recovering the cycle?' Sunita asked.
'Yes, memsaab. It was outside the big factory. Will you tell the Collector
Saab?'
'I'll certainly see what I can do,' Sunita said, as affectionately, as
unhurriedly, as possible. 'Certainly. And now .... ?'
'Don't forget my daughter's wedding, memsaab.'
'And the meal in my house.'
'And in mine.'
The auto started up again. The women moved back a little, as little as
possible, and the auto drove away.

